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Overcoming the stickiness of concepts:

The interplay between the barriers to theory building and creativity

ABSTRACT

Theory building is not only a set of procedures related to the statement of concepts and
their relations, but also requires transferring knowledge. Concepts used to construct and
develop theoretical contributions must move from the minds of authors to the minds of their
audience. This social-organizational process is inherently creative but also fraught with
barriers.

In this article, we propose a novel model of theory building involving a knowledge
transfer process, emphasizing the dialectical interplay between the barriers to theory building
and creativity. Drawing inspiration from Gabriel Szulanski’s work, we submit that the process
is particularly “sticky”: Unless the theory is adapted to meet various criteria as it progresses
through the phases of construction, it is unlikely to reach the end of the process successfully.
Still, contrary to the conventional perspective on knowledge transfer, which views
“stickiness” as entirely detrimental and assumes that removing barriers always facilitates
theory building, we propose an alternative approach. In our model, barriers are seen as both
impediments and stimuli for theory building. This dual nature of barriers requires strategic
consideration, particularly when aiming to eliminate or mitigate the most harmful forms of
stickiness from theory building without disregarding their potential to foster creativity.

Our integrated, knowledge transfer-based approach uncovers new strategic ground for
addressing the barriers to theory building, making the process socially fluent and more
rational.



INTRODUCTION

The need to know better the paths to highly creative forms of theory building is widely
recognized in management and organizational research. Despite many noteworthy
contributions in this area, significant barriers block creativity and innovation in building
theories, which come from human, organizational, and societal conditions of advancement in
theoretical knowledge. The problem of impediments to knowing is a standard theme in
research on knowledge transfer (Argote and Ingram, 2000; Szulanski, 1996, 2008). However,
it has not been sufficiently recognized as a challenge for theorizing and theory building.
Scholarship in this area has focused on positive theory development: paths to novelty and
creativity, on the one hand (Bacharach, 1989; Cornelissen and Durand, 2012; Oswick et al.,
2011) and to diagnose the theory crisis in management research (Cronin ef al., 2021; Tourish,
2019) and the theory-practice gap (Parkhe, 2024; Rousseau, 2006), on the other. These streams
of research indicate that barriers to theory building exist and are palpable.

The stickiness of knowledge—the barriers and imperfections in knowledge transfer—
is a challenge well described in the context of organizational practice (Szulanski, 1996, 2000,
2008). Still, its analog also lives in theory building. And, considering that for strategizing and
value creation, as characterized by the theory-based view (Felin and Zenger, 2017), building
theory embodies the gist of finding original ways to allocate and recombine resources, this
form of stickiness emerges as essential for strategic management. Barriers to theory building
are typically related to inquiry and methodological steps needed to generate a theory
(Makadok et al., 2018; Satre and Ven de Ven, 2021) or build new definitions (Podsakoff et
al., 2016; Wacker, 2004). In our view, a more comprehensive understanding of impediments

to theory building is needed, and it requires “intellectual cross-pollination” (Ilseven et al.,
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2024) and strategic exploitation of the knowledge-transfer framework. That is, concepts need
to be correctly understood to be accepted or used by those involved in the process of theory
building—to travel from field to field, from theory to theory, as well as from the source to the
recipient. They need to be successfully transmitted. In this social-organizational process,
concepts face multi-dimensional barriers. The literature on knowledge transfer (Carlile, 2004;
Szulanski, 2008), knowledge sharing (Liu et al., 2020a; Sergeeva and Andreeva, 2016),
knowledge production (Huff, 2000; Van de Ven, 2007), and knowledge co-production (Louis
and Bartunek, 1992; Parkhe, 2024) perceive barriers to knowledge transmission as negative.
But is this always the case when it comes to theory building? Lessons from the literature on
creativity (George, 2007; Perry-Smith and Mannucci, 2017) suggest that the answer is no.
Therefore, the phenomenon of barriers to theory building, which we call the stickiness of
concepts, warrants systematic scientific attention. The perspective of knowledge transfer
promises an entirely novel and integrated framework.

In this cross-disciplinary work, we confront the strategic implications of the
knowledge transfer literature for theory building with research on creativity. Our aim is two-
fold: building on Szulanski (1996, 2000, 2008) we intend to (1) map the most important
predictors of the stickiness of concepts in the process of theory construction understood as
involving successful knowledge transfer and (2) reveal that creativity moderates those
predictors—in the sense that it affects how they come into play—in each phase of the transfer.
In our view, the stickiness of concepts has an inherently ambiguous facet. Although it may
block creativity and has several disadvantageous consequences for theory building (e.g., due
to the insufficient absorptive capacity of recipients, and a barren theoretical context), it may

also work as a catalyst: rejected ideas may gain more attractive elaboration, and imperfections
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of the process of transferring novel ideas may lead authors to establish new collaborations or
explore more fruitful theoretical contexts that improve their theoretical contributions. We
submit that many aspects of theorizing and theory building are driven by imperfections,
mistakes, and difficulties related to knowledge transfer between scholars. When creativity is
in the game, barriers are not always negative. Hence the paradox: Although the stickiness of
concepts appears detrimental to effective knowledge transfer, and we have important reasons
to invest in removing the sources of stickiness, these are not always bad for theory building.
Creativity enters the iterative interplay with stickiness in each phase of theory building. The
overarching goal of our article is to reveal this interplay in more detail within the knowledge
transfer perspective.

Generally, the metaphor of stickiness (introduced originally by Von Hippel (1994))
promises a few entirely novel inputs. First, it relates to innovative modeling of the theory-
building process involving successful knowledge transfer—an intuitive yet promising
contribution to the philosophy of science and literature on theory building. Second, its essence
is to show that barriers to transfer are significantly predictable, which helps to detect and
(potentially) remove the most harmful forms of stickiness. Third, although the practical
importance of endeavors to remove the stickiness of concepts from the process is palpable, it
is no less crucial to see its multifacetedness: stickiness remains in dialectic relation with
creativity, which allows theorists to balance and exploit its negative impact productively.
Overall, our modeling is an invitation to a more integrated approach to understanding the
barriers to theory building, which may help avoid “balkanization”—a problem known in

strategic management studies (Durand ef al., 2017; Schoemaker, 2024).



The article unfolds as follows. After briefly describing the fragmented knowledge of
the barriers to theory building, we introduce our understanding of the stickiness of concepts
within the knowledge transfer framework. In the next step, we provide a diachronic analysis
of the stickiness of concepts (in the spirit of Szulanski), which allows us to define predictors
of stickiness. Further, we show how creativity scholarship strengthens our diachronic analysis
and will enable us to present the interplay between stickiness and creativity. We also describe
how creativity emerges in each phase of theory construction and show its iterative relation to
stickiness. We conclude by considering the managerial implications of the proposed approach.
BARRIERS TO THEORY BUILDING AND CREATIVITY

Examining the role of barriers in building theoretical contributions is not new (Davis,
2010; Miles and Suddaby, 2012; Pfeffer, 1993; Suddaby, 2014). Such barriers are diverse and
heterogeneous and have been investigated, although often indirectly, in other research streams
focusing on knowledge and its various dimensions. Recently, in strategic management, the
issue of theorizing has received renewed interest, particularly through the theory-based view,
according to which economic actors, including firms, can “pose questions, formulate
problems, and craft theories that allow them to see and create novel economic possibilities”
(Felin and Zenger, 2017, p.259). Furthermore, the problem of the dialectics between the
stickiness of concepts (and efforts to remove it) and creativity mirrors the strategic tradeoff
between efficiency and innovation—the balance between the exploitation of existing
resources (i.e., theories) and exploration of new possibilities (i.e., breaking entirely new
theoretical ground) (Boumgarden et al., 2012). In this light, removing the barriers would
amount to an exploitative approach, while giving more space for creativity in the process

would mean broader investments in an explorative search. This analogy may offer practical
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insights. Before we proceed, we briefly review knowledge-focused research streams to show
that the problem of barriers to theory building is multifaceted and highly fragmented.

In management research on theory building, scholars often focus on two problems that
can be understood in terms of investments to remove the stickiness of concepts from theory
construction: diagnosis of the issues related to the standards in theorizing and positive
proposals to combat imperfections (remove stickiness). Diagnoses cover an array of concerns:
“too much theory” (Hambrick, 2007; Pfeffer, 2014), lack of reflexivity (Grodal et al., 2021,
Suddaby, 2014), and low conceptual standards (Makowski, 2021). Management research on
theory crisis (Cronin et al., 2021; Tourish, 2019) also belongs to this category. Efforts to
improve theorizing span multiple levels and embrace various topics—macro-themes like
combining lenses or merging frameworks (Gioia and Pitre, 1990; Okhuysen and Bonardi,
2011), theory borrowing (Kenworthy and Verbeke, 2015; Oswick et al., 2011), meso-themes
focusing on imagination and metaphors (Boxenbaum and Rouleau, 2011; Cornelissen, 2005;
Weick, 1989), and a variety of micro themes about clarity (Suddaby, 2010), validity (Bagozzi
et al., 1991; Bamberger, 2017), parsimony (Shaffer et al., 2016) or conceptual amalgamation
(Newman et al., 2016).

Philosophy of science. Besides a historic interest in theory formation in which barriers
to theory building are associated with the logic of inquiry (Kuhn, 1962; Popper, 1959), recent
philosophy of science developed an interest in knowledge transfer (Carlile, 2004; Herfeld and
Lisciandra, 2019), and focused on the circulation and diffusion of scientific knowledge,
especially models (Herfeld, 2024; Humphreys, 2019; Lin, 2022), across disciplines. An
exemplar of barriers is the transfer of behavioral psychology to economics, which faced

various limitations and adjustments to “accommodate the economists’ epistemic desiderata”
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(Herfeld and Lisciandra, 2019, p.7). In agent-based computational social science, tensions and
contradictions in internal and external processes of knowledge transmission are similarly
related to the high interdisciplinarity of the field (Anzola, 2019). Overall, knowledge transfer
views in philosophy reveal limitations for knowledge transmission, demonstrating greater
contextual sensitivity to barriers.

The sociology of knowledge broadens the view, highlighting societal, institutional, and
power-related factors affecting how knowledge is created and used (Leonardi and Barley,
2010; Swidler and Arditi, 1994). Explorations of such concepts as ignorance (Davis and
Moore, 1945; Moore and Tumin, 1949) shed light on the power relations behind knowledge
production (those in power can control which ideas are promoted or ignored, influencing
public perceptions). Similar issues are discussed in the sociology of science (McGoey, 2012;
Stocking, 1998), where such topics as institutional structures, communication, competition,
and scientists’ networks affect the transmission and the content of scientific knowledge (Ben-
David and Sullivan, 1975; Phelps et al., 2012), indirectly informing many facets of the
stickiness of concepts. Also, recent interest in bias in peer review (Lee et al., 2013) and
fairness (Harrison and Lee, 2002; Nobarany and Booth, 2015) reveal other sociological
problems and barriers in theory building.

Knowledge management, with its practical focus on know-how, is particularly
interested in barriers to knowledge transfer (Singh and Kant, 2008; Szulanski, 1996, 2000,
2008; Szulanski et al., 2014) between academia and industry (de Wit-de Vries et al., 2019;
Fabiano et al., 2020), between organizations (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008; Mowery et al.,
1996), and within organizations (Argote et al., 2000; Szulanski, 1996). Overall, this body of

work views barriers to knowledge transfer as challenges to be known and possibly removed.
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A related stream of work on knowledge sharing, an individual-level part of knowledge transfer
(Tangaraja et al., 2016; Wang and Noe, 2010), has similar interests and specificity. However,
this literature has mostly overlooked the role of internal barriers in the transfer of theoretical
knowledge.

Creativity research is a field concerned with the production of useful and novel ideas
within organizations (Amabile, 1983; Perry-Smith and Mannucci, 2017), which typically
investigates personal and interpersonal experiences leading up to these ideas (Hargadon and
Bechky, 2006; Lingo and O'Mahony, 2010), can nevertheless inform the process of theory
building. Creative ideas, like theories, need to be generated (Hanson, 1958; Simonton, 2003),
elaborated and polished from incongruences and redundancies (Biscaro and Montanari, 2025;
Mainemelis, 2010), and pitched to gatekeepers and evaluators (Baer, 2012; Fini et al., 2023).
Moreover, new ideas, like new theoretical contributions, vary in their novelty and overall
‘creativity,” from mere extensions of existing theories to more radical and paradigm-shifting
forms of theorizing (Biscaro et al., 2025; Biscaro and Comacchio, 2018; Tsoukas, 2009).
Thus, the process described by creativity research closely resembles the production of theory
building that leads to publication.

Research on creativity has also focused explicitly on the role of barriers (Acar ef al.,
2019; Goncalo et al., 2015)—from the phase of idea generation, where they emerge, for
example, in the form of cognitive fixation (Mehta and Zhu, 2015) to the elaboration phase,
where impediments may lay in the complacency of advisors or (destructive) criticism (Curhan
et al., 2021; Mannucci and Perry-Smith, 2022). Barriers are also examined in later stages of
idea generation, for instance, when creative ideas are robust enough to be pitched, e.g., in the

context of metaphors and stories (Biscaro and Comacchio, 2018). Overall, two aspects
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emerge: (1) barriers are higher when ideas tend to be more novel, carrying the potential of
shifting existing paradigms (Cattani and Ferriani, 2008); and, despite a focus on the negative
aspects of barriers, (2) there is some evidence that barriers can positively impact the creative
process, fueling creators’ motivation and prodding them to reach out for help (Acar et al.,
2019; Berrone et al., 2013). However, even creativity research does not help us fully reveal
how barriers relate to developing theories.

To sum up, many pictures of barriers may inform theory building. This multiplicity
shows various dimensions of stickiness and ways to approach it. Those ways, however,
although close to one another, do not cross. The result is a fragmented landscape lacking a
genuinely integrated perspective to comprehend fully the barriers to theory building.

STICKINESS OF CONCEPTS: TOWARDS AN INTEGRATED MODEL OF BARRIERS TO
THEORY BUILDING

We maintain that the barriers to building creative, scientifically feasible, and
publishable theories can be examined in one integrative framework, and it is strategically
important to understand what barriers are harmful and what the role of creativity is in
overcoming them. Lessons from strategic management suggest that efforts to remove barriers
to increase efficiency (knowledge exploitation) and creatively seek new opportunities
(knowledge exploration) need to be in balance (Boumgarden et al., 2012). Acknowledging the
importance of a theory-based view of strategy that emphasizes how novel theorizing is also at
the basis of firms’ competitive advantage (Felin and Zenger, 2017), we construct our
framework by drawing on Szulanski’s (1996, 2000, 2008) well-established thinking of
stickiness, and introduce a processual knowledge transfer model between knowledge workers

building theoretical contributions.
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Our conjecture—the impediments to building theoretical contributions typically have
a knowledge transfer-related character—can be analyzed with a knowledge-transfer
analogous framework. Concepts, propositions, or models must meet specific methodological
criteria to be accepted, used, or disseminated by theory builders. To shape progressive
scientific practice, the transmission of theoretical contributions from the source to the recipient
(which often implies their traveling from field to field, from one theoretical contribution to
another) should be fluent in broad knowledge transfer-related aspects. In other words, barriers
to building theories are not only tied to insufficient methodological inquiry-related standards
but also related to knowledge and the multi-dimensional individual, institutional, and
contextual factors of its transfer.

Following the theory-building literature (Aguinis and Cronin, 2022; Thatcher and
Fisher, 2021; Weick, 1995; Whetten, 1989), we understand theory broadly as various kinds of
theoretical contributions and “theorizing” (including models, new typologies, conceptual
frameworks, conjectures, or structured propositions), which addresses a clearly stated research
question, meets well-defined methodological criteria, guides research practice, and challenges
and extends existing knowledge. However broadly conceived, theoretical contributions must
be methodologically rigorous and integral to the scientific inquiry.

The analogy: Theory building and organizational knowledge transfer

We submit that the stickiness of concepts can be examined systematically as an
integrated investigation of barriers to knowledge transfer between the scholars involved in
building theoretical contributions. An integrative knowledge transfer approach is novel in
theory-building literature, but it is also fairly intuitive, as the question of impediments to

knowing is well-known in the research on organizational knowledge (Argote and Ingram,
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2000; Szulanski, 1996, 2008)—as much as the question of barriers to scientific progress in the
field of management (Cannella and Paetzold, 1994; Pfeffer, 1993). There are at least three
motivations to see theory building through the lens of knowledge transfer:

(1) The transfer of best practices within the firm and knowledge between scholars involved
in theory building can be described as a process. Processual approaches to theory building
are a standard (Dubin, 1978; Kaplan, 1964; Lynham, 2002). Additionally, ideas such as
traveling theory (Oswick et al., 2011), an idea journey (Perry-Smith and Mannucci,
2017), or journey of novelty (Cattani et al., 2017) play important roles in understanding
the process of theory building and describing selected aspects of the knowledge transfer
between scholars involved in theory building.

(2) The knowledge transfer literature in business builds on the key ideas of Shannon’s theory
of communication (Shannon, 1948; Shannon and Weaver, 1949), which is general
enough to be used in the context of theoretical knowledge. Although Shannon’s
framework—based on information transmission that embraces a message, a source, a
recipient, one or more communication channels, and a context—may suggest that the
transfer is fluent, rapid, and costless, the knowledge transfer literature has shown that it
faces significant barriers (Attewell, 1992; Szulanski, 1996; Yih-Tong Sun and Scott,
2005). Because these barriers exist in theory building, we maintain that the approach
based on Shannon’s theory offers a useful starting point for modelling barriers in this
realm of inquiry.

(3) The goal of knowledge transfer in both practical and theoretical areas is optimization or
improvement: for organizations, it is the implementation of best business practices and
know-how (Szulanski, 1996); for the community of theorists, it is theory growth,
innovation, and knowledge advancement (Lakatos and Musgrave, 1970; Pfeffer, 1993;
Popper, 1962). Knowledge is critical for development and innovation (value creation),
whether the context is practical or theoretical.

Additionally, considering that the perspective of knowledge transfer has become an
established topic within the philosophy of science (Herfeld and Lisciandra, 2019), it is

reasonable to posit that barriers within the scientific community engaged in theory building

can be analyzed through the lens of knowledge transfer. Such a framework cannot be
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mechanically imported from the context of practical knowledge!. Initial assumptions about
the barriers in these contexts also differ. Organizational knowledge transfer treats barriers
rather unidimensionally as detrimental to practice (Argote and Ingram, 2000; Inkpen and
Tsang, 2005; Stadler et al., 2022; Szulanski, 2000). In the case of theory building, the
character of barriers appears to be more complex. In our view, the events perceived as barriers
are not always outright adverse for scientific practice (understood as inquiry-driven,
institutionalized research). Several possible scenarios: some barriers may boost highly
creative theory building, while others may be neutral or detrimental. Hence, our approach
proposes that the systematic understanding of the stickiness concepts, including potential
strategic actions and organizational investments in policy to remove it from the social process
of theory building, should underscore this complexity. Standard scenarios in which all barriers
are negative should be complemented by scenarios in which barriers boost creative thinking,
so they are beneficial for scientific practice, at least in some cases.
The knowledge transfer framework

The analogy between organizational knowledge transfer and the transfer involved in
theory building allows us to propose a new framework in which the stickiness of concepts can
be (to an extent) predicted. In line with the organizational knowledge transfer literature
(Albino et al., 2004; Joshi et al, 2007; Szulanski, 2000), we build the framework on

Shannon’s theory of communication (Shannon and Weaver, 1949), which involves five

! Organizational knowledge transfer typically focuses on groups, whereas theory building often
involves individual-level knowledge. The former emphasizes replication, while the latter centers on
creating new knowledge.
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building blocks to model information transmission: a message, a source, a recipient, one or
more communication channels, and a context.

These building blocks need to be reinterpreted in the light of theory building. We
define the message as a theoretical contribution communicated in a certain academically or
scientifically standardized form (a theory paper, a book, a model, a typology, or a document
with a set of structured propositions). The source is the author(s) of a theoretical contribution.
The recipient is the scholarly audience represented by theory evaluators (usually peer
reviewers). Communication channels connect the source and recipient in various ways,
allowing them to transfer the message. Confext embraces numerous field-, institution-, and
culture-related factors that affect the transfer. In this framework, if the stickiness of concepts
in theory building exists, it is associated with any of those building blocks of knowledge
transfer. Concepts are sticky because the process in this framework is sticky.

When do we know that the process is sticky? According to Szulanski, when a difficulty
in knowledge transfer exceeds a certain experiential threshold for the actors involved in the
process, it generates problems: “Other things equal, a transfer is more likely to be perceived
as difficult or sticky when efforts to resolve transfer problems become noteworthy”
(Szulanski, 2000, p.11). We maintain that this approach is suitable for thinking about theory
building. Those noteworthy problems are familiar not only to most scientists attempting to
publish their ideas in journals but have also been extensively examined in the literature on
peer review concerning conservative or biased evaluations, or the unclear status of
unpublished contributions (Gustafson, 1975; Lee et al., 2013; Shatz, 2004). Other forms of

stickiness may reside in the barren academic context, such as a lack of suitable collaborators
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or resources (Hwang, 2013; Matthews et al, 2020). All transfer elements (and their
combinations) may generate barriers.
STICKINESS AND THE FOUR PHASES OF KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER

To obtain a more comprehensive understanding of the stickiness of concepts, we need
not only the actors and elements required for the knowledge transfer in theory building but
also a sufficient understanding of the phases of that transfer. Processual approaches to theory
building are standard; such processes have been mapped in various ways in organizational,
applied, and behavioral sciences (Dubin, 1978; Kaplan, 1964; Lynham, 2002). We map the
process as a transfer consisting of four main phases. Adapting to our context the terminology
proposed by Szulanski (2000), we obtain: (1) theory generation—a typically inquiry-related
phase of the process in which concepts, propositions, and arguments are logically strung
together to explain a phenomenon; (2) theory articulation is the elaboration of the idea in the
form of a scholarly standardized theoretical contribution (article, book, or essay); (3) theory
ramp-up is when a theoretical contribution has an opportunity to be defended and
strengthened; and (4) theory integration allows theoretical contributions to join existing
research. Let us characterize these phases in more detail.

(1) Theory generation is the initial phase of constructing a theory, a typical object of
interest in methodologically oriented literature (Kaplan, 1964; Swanson and Chermack,
2013). As a process, theory generation can be broken into sub-phases that address specific
methodological aspects of inquiry. So, the process looks somewhat different depending on the
inductive (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Locke, 2007) or abductive method (Hanson, 1958; Satre
and Ven, 2021) and the analytical or empirical approach (Wacker, 1998), conceptualization

or reconceptualization (Makowski, 2021), as well as programmatic or unit orientation
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(Aguinis and Cronin, 2022; Cronin et al., 2021). There are also many other nuances, such as
observation, operationalization, prediction, and testing. Without exploring the steps and
intricacies required to generate a theory (a good or potentially good one) (Aguinis and Cronin,
2022), we consider it a phase that initiates the transfer. During this phase, theoretical ideas
are conceived (“conceptualized”) and initially structured in scientific terms. From a stickiness
of concepts perspective, theory generation is already crucial as it initiates a process where
methodological challenges appear (Bacharach, 1989; Wacker, 1998), which primarily relate
to theoretical rigor (Donaldson et al., 2013; Samuelson, 2006; Stewart and Barrick, 2012).
Because of dependence on specific research methods, theoretical perspectives, and different
perceptions of what amounts to rigorous theorizing, rigor itself can be understood as an
inquiry-related form of stickiness that gains importance at later, more social stages of the
process.

(2) Theory articulation is a phase of elaborating scientifically framed ideas through a
scholarly, standardized theoretical contribution. Theoretical contributions may take various
forms, and not all are equally acceptable to the public. Scholarship has recently focused on
the role of writing (articles, books, or essays), the standards of which serve as an initial social
filter for theoretical contributions (Huff, 1999; McCloskey, 2000). Recommendations on how
to implement a theory in papers are now paradigmatic in the Academy of Management Review
(Barney, 2018; Lange and Pfarrer, 2017; Thatcher and Fisher, 2021), but they are also present
in the strategic management literature (Bhardwaj et al., 2025; Makadok et al., 2018). All this
matters for transferring theoretical knowledge, which must be materialized as something
“submittable” and go through a more comprehensive social evaluation (Magnifico, 2010;

McCloskey, 1983). Scientifically promising and rigorous theories (constructed in light of the
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best conceptual and methodological standards) may fail to find their way to publication if they
do not meet widely accepted academic standards—a key dimension of stickiness related to
language, style, and academic form behind arguments and writing.> One may be a good and
rigorous theorist, but if one ignores the standards of academic writing, their message may not
be adopted by the target audience.

(3) We define theory ramp-up as the phase that embraces all social actions and events
during which theory builders have a chance to defend, strengthen, and promote their
theoretical contributions. This phase embraces not only the peer-review process (Bedeian,
2003; Bornmann, 2008) but also responses to critical papers, reactions to theories in journals
or book reviews, and responses to those reactions. This phase is a necessary dimension of the
social construction of knowledge (Astley, 1985; Bedeian, 2004). It is crucial for academic
recognition. No surprise, barriers that appear during this phase are rich, often painful for the
source (Bundy et al., 2022; cf. Campbell and Aguilera, 2022) and engage almost all possible
societal factors into which science is entangled (from communication to power), as
highlighted in the literature on rejection (Bailar, 1991; Bornmann and Daniel, 2007; Day,
2011). The history of science is replete with spectacular examples of theories that initially
failed to overcome stickiness at the stage of theory ramp-up. George Akerlof's (1970) “The
Market for Lemons” was rejected by three journals before publication in the Quarterly Journal
of Economics, which ultimately resulted in a Nobel Prize (2001) awarded for the analysis of

markets with asymmetric information (Akerlof, 2001).

2 This is why phases (1) and (2) constitute separate parts of the process, although in practice they often
go together (Roederer et al., 2013).
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(4) Theory integration allows theoretical contributions to join existing research. There
can be several layers of integration. The first one is publication after peer review. A proper
integration, however, appears when theories gain traction in scientific literature, signaled by
the number of forward citations (especially those indicating support). Although in the area of
management, articles’ citations appear to grow continuously after publication (Finardi, 2014),
there can be ‘sleeping beauties’—papers recognized with a delay (Lachance and Lariviere,
2014). The story behind “The Market for Lemons”™ is instructive in these terms, suggesting
that highly innovative theories may find stickiness at various stages of the process. Theories
that can travel beyond their original field display a different integration (cf. Oswick et al.,
2011). An exemplar is the popularity of the ‘iron cage’ metaphor (Weber, 1930) and the
related institutional theory (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983), which originated in sociology.

Regardless of the circumstances, integration takes time and is related to theoretical
growth (Davis, 2010; Wagner and Berger, 1985). The most salient barriers in this phase are
related to the development of scientific paradigms, programs, and research lenses (Pfeffer,
1993). Revolutionary or highly innovative theories usually have much longer paths to
integration. This development also embraces its very first step of publication. To take an
example from physics: Higgs’s (1964) model of the boson particle was rejected “on the
grounds that it did not warrant rapid publication” (www.ph.ed.ac.uk, 2014). There may also
be social, cultural, and political barriers that block long-term integration. Take global
warming, for instance. Although the problem of adaptation to climate change is practical

(Moser and Ekstrom, 2010), it is driven by strongly opposing theoretical views (Bast, 2010).
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STICKINESS IN THEORY BUILDING

As a phenomenon involved in theory building, the stickiness of concepts is
heterogeneous and emerges from each knowledge transfer phase. Some apparent tendencies
make certain dimensions and types of stickiness unproblematic. For instance, barriers
constituted by rigor and the logic of inquiry—particularly visible in theory generation and
theory ramp-up—can be a serious worry for theorists seeking to innovate at all costs
(Makowski, 2021) but do not seem to belong to the scope of challenges of theory building as
far as the logic of scientific inquiry is concerned. Such barriers are often just standards to meet
rather than real impediments; they generate stickiness when there is room for disagreement
about what standards should be followed and to what extent. Although organizational theories
may be to some extent useful without rigor, rigor is helpful for their growth (Davis, 2010;
Palmer et al., 2009), for their scientific quality (Gnyawali and Song, 2016; Makowski, 2021),
as well as for their diffusion and impact (von Nordenflycht, 2023). Indeed, scientific rigor is
as much an asset for theory building as experience (Argote and Miron-Spektor, 2011;
Shepherd and Suddaby, 2017), and expertise (Cross and Sproull, 2004; Lewin and Cartwright,
1951) are for organizational knowledge transfer and learning (Crossan et al., 1999; Schilling
& Kluge, 2009). Thus, barriers imposed by the rigor and logic of scientific inquiry are not a
real hindrance to theory building?. Rigor becomes a problematic form of stickiness only in
specific types of theorizing, for instance, in qualitative or transdisciplinary research (Belcher

et al., 2015; Nowell and Albrecht, 2019) and in the more socially significant stages of the

3 Although questionable research practices (P-hacking, HARKing, and cherry-picking) require some
creativity to crush methodological barriers and construct empirics-based theoretical contributions, we
do not want to discuss this issue under the umbrella of theory building.
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process. This challenge is particularly evident when theorists encounter differing perceptions
and understandings of what qualifies as a rigorous theoretical contribution (besides the
standard values of inquiry, such as explicitness, replicability, openness to critique, and
freedom from bias). Also, theory ramp-up appears crucial regarding social (e.g., power-
related) barriers harmful to theory building. To embrace all those barriers and their dialectic
relation to creativity, we propose to examine the stickiness of concepts through the lens of the
building blocks of the theory of communication: the theoretical message, its source and its
recipients, the communication channel(s), and the context. In Table 1, we synthetically report
the sources and nature of stickiness in the phases of theory building, listing a few more
noticeable examples for harmful and beneficial forms of stickiness.

--- Please insert Table 1 about here ---

Key predictors of stickiness

One advantage of thinking of knowledge transfer in the way initiated by Szulanski
(2000, 2008) is the possibility of predicting stickiness. We propose to seek the predictors of
the stickiness of concepts in relation to the elements required for theory transfer.

First, barriers can relate to the message. Theoretical contributions have both scientific
and academic quality. The scientific quality is defined by the logic of inquiry, methodological
standards (rigor), and the authors’ degree of scientific expertise in building theory. A message
must meet these standards in theory building and is evaluated from this perspective during the
theory ramp-up, in the review processes. Regarding knowledge transfer-related stickiness, the
academic quality of the message takes precedence. The message must conform to writing and
scholarly communication standards to transform an idea into a published scholarly theory.

Recommendations on how to formulate a message in theory journals (Barney, 2018; Campbell
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and Aguilera, 2022; Thatcher and Fisher, 2021) can be perceived as institutional efforts to
facilitate the transfer of the message and to remove stickiness more generally.

Recent efforts to include the so-called ‘grey literature’ (Adams et al., 2017) into what
counts as a scientific message show that academic standards fluctuate, which may sometimes
confound authors and reviewers, leading to additional stickiness. For example, if certain
information floating around the Internet can find its way to recipients as theoretical
knowledge, but it is not properly acknowledged as a message (or its part), resistance to it from
various parties may be significant. For instance, theoretical knowledge is sometimes
embedded in scientific blogs (cf. Batts et al, 2008). Yet, if it fails to be recognized as a
message worth attention, the likelihood of transferring this knowledge further in the process
becomes minimal.

Second, if the relationship between the source (theory builders) and recipients
(reviewers, evaluators, and editors) who facilitate the path of the message to a broader
audience is “arduous” (Szulanski, 1996), it may make the transfer very difficult. This
challenge is especially salient in theory articulation. The issue of academic communication is
entangled in various implicit personal, societal, and cultural factors, which can make the
relationship between the source and the recipient particularly “arduous.” Rough or even
hostile communication between authors and reviewers (in peer reviews or emails) cannot be
an effective barrier to block the transfer of a given message, but overall, it is a significant
predictor of stickiness, especially in combination with other barriers. The literature on peer
review offers a wide array of examples of communication-related stickiness and attempts to

remove it (Bornmann, 2008; Campbell and Aguilera, 2022; Krlev and Spicer, 2023; Lee et
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al.,2013; Shatz, 2004). Recommendations on how to write cover letters to editors (John, 2011)
or respond to reviewers’ comments (Sullivan ef al., 2019; Wong, 2019) play similar roles.

Third, communication between the source and the recipient is significantly affected by
their respective dispositions and motivations: deficits of reliability and trustworthiness
(Becerra et al., 2008; Szulanski et al, 2004), attitudes related to tribalism (Gulati, 2007;
Leijonhufvud, 1973), or unhealthy scholarly competition may impede theory transfer at
various phases. Again, theory ramp-up appears to be the most vulnerable, since authors and
reviewers frequently have their theoretical perspectives and beliefs, which may, often
implicitly, affect authors’ and reviewers’ reactions and critiques. The presence of such themes
as negative evaluation (Amabile, 1983) or gatekeeping (Bornmann and Daniel, 2007; Cattani
et al., 2014; Corra and Willer, 2002) in organizational scholarship suggests a strong need to
better understand those dispositions and motivations, especially on the receiving side of the
process. Institutional actions that explicitly motivate recipients to be open (Cornelissen and
Héllerer, 2019; Tihanyi, 2020) and inclusive (Thatcher, 2021; Umphress et al., 2022) may be
perceived as attempts to attenuate stickiness.

Motivations and dispositions also embrace the question of the perceived reliability and
trustworthiness of the source (Latusek and Hensel, 2022; Szulanski et al., 2004). Recipients’
bad will and biased evaluations are a persistent problem in academia (Martinko et al., 2000).
What source counts as reliable and trustworthy may depend on the network to which both
authors and recipients belong. As Daron Acemoglu noticed, “people who are part of a network
tend to get better treatment in journals” (Bowmaker, 2013, p.11). Otherwise, stereotypes and
biases of recipients frequently kick in. Lessons from cognitive science and the work on

bounded rationality suggest that the more uncertainty is attached to the source and the quality
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of the message, the more biased (ceteris paribus) the recipient is. (Kahneman et al., 1982).
This bias is particularly salient in the case of recognition of particularly creative theoretical
contributions and novelty (Cattani et al., 2022; Mueller ef al., 2011) or in the case of theory
contributions, the source of which is from a radically different social or cultural context (Mir
and Mir, 2012). Projects to build indigenous theory by inviting co-authors central to the
scholarly network of the audience (Bruton et al., 2022) aim to mitigate stickiness related to
this particular problem.

Fourth, the recipients’ lack of absorptive capacity to accept new theories (i.e., the
ability to absorb and leverage new knowledge) (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Zahra and
George, 2002) is another significant predictor of stickiness. The lack of recipients’ absorptive
capacity may be associated with their skepticism or ignorance (Campanario and Acedo, 2007),
but also depends on their particular theoretical backgrounds and history, which leads them to
develop preferences for given research perspectives, affecting their overall conservatism
(Miles and Suddaby, 2012). Even if there is a widely recognized predilection for outsider
knowledge in organizational settings (Cattani ef al., 2017; Menon and Pfeffer, 2003), the lack
of absorptive capacity may explain why this preference does not exist in the case of theoretical
contributions from scholars who do not belong to a given stream of research or field.

The academic context is the final category of predictors of the stickiness of concepts
in the proposed model. It embraces the organizations to which the source belongs, their social
capital, and networks. The impact of networks and social capital on knowledge transfer and
value creation is widely known (Inkpen and Tsang, 2005, 2016; Tsai and Ghoshal, 1998), so
there are reasons to see it also in the case of theory building. Szulanski distinguished between

fertile and barren contexts: “[A] context that facilitates the development of transfers is said to
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be fertile. Conversely, a context that hinders the gestation and evolution of transfers is said to
be barren” (1996, p.32). This distinction works also for theory building: an academic barren
context of a talented author (e.g. an unimpressive academic affiliation, a poor network of
contacts, or negative relationships) can hinder the transfer of her high-quality theoretical
contributions (Labianca and Brass, 2006). Also, academic rankings and similar “engines of
anxiety” (Espeland, 2016) as indicators of (the lack of) prestige and quality may be
independent determinants of stickiness when they belong to the academic context of the source
(Adler and Harzing, 2009). This issue is frequently intertwined with insufficient dispositions
of recipients to transfer.

We see that the integrated framework based on communication theory ameliorates the
perspective on the stickiness of concepts. Some barriers cannot be detected when we go
through each transfer phase involved in theory building (for example, the issue of academic
context). We are now able to diversify the perspective on stickiness further.

The interplay between stickiness and creativity

Stickiness in theory building is not always harmful to scientific practice, as it can foster
a complex dialectic and generative relationship with creativity. Creativity, understood as the
“generation or production of ideas that are both novel and useful” (George, 2007, p.441), is
one of the requirements of novelty in theoretical contributions (Cattani et al, 2022). If
creativity takes the form of inventiveness of the source, it may enter the scene when the source
faces stickiness. Contrary to the intuitions behind more standard approaches to barriers to
knowledge transfer, obstacles may indeed improve the quality of the message when it
catalyzes authors’ creativity: as a result, authors may reposition the initial idea they submitted,

expand their network by establishing new connections that are needed to improve the idea
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(Uzzi and Spiro, 2005) or interrupt their work to give opportunity for creative incubation (Jett
and George, 2003; Shin and Grant, 2021). These ideas are known in the literature on paradox
mindset: when obstacles are perceived as opportunities, creativity is enhanced (Liu et al.,
2020b; Miron-Spektor et al, 2017). From this perspective, stickiness looks inherently
ambiguous. The higher the creativity the source brings, the more likely a given event
experienced as a stickiness will be considered an opportunity for knowledge transfer
associated with theory development and not a real impediment. Of course, there are boundary
conditions. Entirely negative experiences (e.g., useless reviews and hostile editors) do not give
growth opportunities and are not beneficial for scientific practice. Moreover, creativity is also
limited by the academic standards expected for the message (Leone et al., 2021). Nevertheless,
creativity may affect all stickiness predictors (Figure 1).
--- Please insert Figure 1 about here ----

In what follows, we present the process of theory building as a special kind of iterative
interplay between creativity and the stickiness of concepts in each phase of the process. On
the one hand, we will illustrate how theory builders need to adjust to the barriers in developing
their theories, which may be inherent to theoretical novelty. On the other hand, we will see
how theory developers can harness or imbue stickiness in theoretical development to make
their theories even more creative. As a result, the work of theoretical development will appear
as an ambidextrous and balancing act between creativity and stickiness (still possible to model
within the modified framework of Szulanski).

Creativity in the process of theory building
Besides serving as an input for the entire process of theory building, creativity also

influences all phases of the stickiness of concepts processual model, shaping how scientists
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deal with the barriers that emerge in the theory-building process. In this section, we trace the
role of emerging creativity through the phases of theory generation, theory articulation, theory
ramp-up, and theory integration to demonstrate its connection to stickiness. As we propose,
there is an iterative interplay between creativity and stickiness®.

In the phase of theory generation, creativity research has mostly illuminated how
concepts originate: from serendipitous encounters with individuals offering new problem
perspectives and fortuitous mental associations, to more scientific and controllable practices
such as analyzing mixed or unexpected results (Knorr-Cetina, 1999; Sadler-Smith, 2008;
Thagard, 1997). While the origin of theoretical concepts is central to theory building and
scientific progress, it is worth noting that these intuitions emerge as metaphors or “a-ha”
moments and are frequently a-theoretical: they may lack formalization or integration into a
system of propositions (Nersessian, 2008; Sadler-Smith, 2008). During this phase, introducing
rigor requires translating concepts from mental representations to formalized, intersubjectively
communicable ideas—shareable, structured, and usually written. Such a translation between
modes of representations, from mental to written, can inherently induce change and transform
the original idea (e.g., Islam et al., 2016). Introducing rigor may motivate epistemic search
outside a specific knowledge domain when scientists are unfamiliar with the language needed
for translating their ideas (i.e., finding the appropriate lexicon to describe and embed the
concept). In this case, theory generation takes on a social dimension, as new connections with

other scientists help navigate the complexities of a new field of science. For instance, Albert

* Because stickiness offers an opportunity to boost creativity in each phase of the process, their
relationship can be described not only in terms of repetition but also in terms of feedback loops and
recursiveness.
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Einstein sought help to draw a system of equations that could describe a new theory of
gravitation. The emerging collaboration with the mathematician Elie Cartan and the eventual
mathematical modelling of the theory led to a higher level of abstraction and generality
(Fayard and Metiu, 2014). And even though in social science mathematical language is not
the most obvious choice to translate our thoughts and intuitions into rigorous written words,
meeting the constraints and opportunities of a formal lexicon may produce substantial
conceptual change: greater generality, conceptual enrichment, or even reframing the original
idea (Peng et al., 2020; Tsoukas, 2009).

In sum, during theory generation, stickiness is instantiated by scientific rigor and its
perceptions, and we argue it should be seen as an opportunity for creativity. Rigor is necessary
for scientists who must render their message intelligible to the target community of scientists
and provide an opportunity for the message to undergo conceptual development. As adding
rigor involves translating the message across modes of communication (e.g., from a mental
representation to a written representation and a synthetic graphic representation with boxes
and arrows), each translation is an opportunity to enhance the message’s creative value.

In the phase of theory articulation, scholarly works aim at shaping the idea into a form
acceptable to the public; recipients’ expectations and standards of acceptability are, at this
point, a mental construction of what authors think the message should be. In this phase,
meeting the goal of authoring a research paper requires seeking an appropriate framing for the
creative concept or theory, situating it in the relevant literature, and outlining novel and useful
implications. While this phase has mostly been associated with meeting formal requirements
for scholarly publications, which vary across journals and disciplines, we posit that activities

and choices involved during theory articulation also have a significant impact on the
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innovativeness of theory building that scholars can achieve (Locke and GoldenBiddle, 1997;
McCloskey, 1983). Thinking of theory articulation as comprising two main activities—
writing and choosing the outlet for submission—we better appreciate how a scientific message
might undergo varying degrees of change and how creativity stems from it. For simplicity and
clarity, we will treat these activities as distinct, even though they are interwoven”.

Authoring the paper or the book (the first activity) involves situating the message in the
literature, finding an appropriate framing, and carving out a contribution. While writing,
scholars are exposed to various concepts and models that must be carefully understood and
addressed before being tethered to the message. Thus, situating the message in the literature
may reveal unexpected layers, some novel and useful, others trite. In this phase, the
philosophy of science is typically related to the context of justification (Reichenbach, 1938;
Schickore, 2022). Authors can produce an appropriate ground for the message by rendering
prior theorization consistent with the contribution, either as a coherent body of work that is
nevertheless inadequate or incomplete, or by stressing its non-coherence (Locke and
GoldenBiddle, 1997; McCloskey, 1994). This work goes hand in hand with finding an
appropriate framing, which aims to highlight the message’s most creative, counterintuitive,

and relevant aspects.

> As one of the reviewers rightly noticed, one could develop a theory without publishing it. For the
sake of simplicity, we do not include such instances of “private theorizing” in our model. This approach
is justified because we treat scientific theorizing as a social process.
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Choosing the outlet for submission can be viewed as ‘setting the bar’ for creativity®
and, in terms of our framework, as accepting a certain degree of quality-related stickiness:
requiring that the message meets research excellence criteria considered binding by their
authors. Going for an outlet known for crispier theoretical contributions and sharper theorizing
prepares the authors, who know that their message will undergo a rigorous peer-review and
confronts them with the need to undergo the activities involved in writing the paper with more
scrutiny (e.g., ensuring that all recent relevant theory has been reviewed), paying attention to
the theoretical nuances (i.e., ensuring that related concepts have been appropriately reviewed
and tethered to the one being proposed by the authors), and focussing on impact (e.g., ensuring
that boundary conditions and research implications are spelled out). In these cases, typical
strategies involve continuing along the rhetorical trajectory established in the theory
development part of the manuscript and focusing on the aspect that makes the message
appropriate for creating coherence through a new perspective. Indeed, how high the bar is set
affects authors’ degree of creativity in this phase, as it may stimulate them to engage more
deeply with the extant research to extract novelty from the idea.

An iterative link between creativity and stickiness in the phase of theory articulation
is visible. Stickiness is present in a scientific message; its various academic forms may be
embedded in the outlet’s submission guidelines and enhanced by the author’s first-hand or
indirect experience. The link is complex: creativity depends on, is influenced by, and

influences stickiness, as stricter quality criteria impose greater requirements on the scientific

® Thinking of it otherwise would be to admit that there is a one-to-one mapping between theoretical
contributions and outlets, which is not the case, as failed contributions are often revised and submitted
to alternative outlets.
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message. Also, a message’s creativity may prompt the authors to respond selectively to the
barriers they face.

In the phase of theory ramp-up, the articulated message is now a fully-fledged
theoretical contribution submitted for peer review as an original manuscript or a response to
another author’s critique. Recipients are the subset of the academic audience who most
directly scrutinize the message. In this phase, the author’s goal is to meet recipients’
expectations for novelty, usefulness, relevance, and rigor of the message, which can be
perceived as stickiness in the theory ramp-up. The process of theory ramp-up is inherently
iterative, as the message is usually submitted multiple times to the same publisher before being
accepted, and in the case of rejection—the strongest manifestation of stickiness—it is often
submitted to a different outlet. Even though recipients are unknown, and their scrutiny may
not be entirely objective, as demonstrated by peer reviews that regularly point to various issues
in the paper, the process is far from random. The scope for injecting creativity into the message
remains available and may even be recommended by recipients (e.g., reviewers and editors).
In this phase, creativity embraces various aspects of the process: polishing or sharpening the
message and its main idea, establishing relationships between the parts of the message, and
including or removing concepts (Locke and GoldenBiddle, 1997; McCloskey, 2000).

If we look closely at the interaction between barriers and creativity, peer reviews,
editorial letters, and critical papers offer a wealth of suggestions to adjust or enhance the
creativity of the message (and generally, in social and organizational research, they often
contain too many elements that must be carefully considered before being incorporated).
Although peer reviews might be emotionally costly, especially for the sense of ownership that

scholars may feel toward their ideas (Baer and Brown, 2012; Pierce ef al., 2001, 2003), we
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posit that fostering the recombination of concepts and a more creative and efficient response
to review letters, dialogue papers, or critical reviews can be aided by scholars becoming aware
of the natural negative emotional experience, while refocusing on the task at hand (Campbell
and Aguilera, 2022; Sargeant et al., 2008).

Thus, the relation between creativity and stickiness is iterative in the phase of the
theory ramp-up. Here, the recipients’ actions often constitute forms of stickiness, but they also
provide opportunities for creativity: inputs, suggestions, or demands for changes, which feed
back into the process through which authors re-tailor the message (Barney, 2018; Campbell
and Aguilera, 2022; Thatcher and Fisher, 2021).

Theory integration, the last phase of the transfer, is related to the broader social impact
of a message. In strategic management and organizational research, we can relate this aspect
to the wider impact of management theories, business education (Pettigrew and Starkey, 2016;
Pfeffer and Fong, 2004) and the actionability of knowledge (Aguinis and Cronin, 2022;
Parkhe, 2024). This phase may seem to have little room for creativity. However, if we
conceptualize stickiness as the resistance encountered when a message is disseminated in the
scientific community to which the message is addressed, we can see that even when a
theoretical contribution is accepted for publication and its scientific destiny seems to be
primarily out of the control of its authors, it is not entirely so. Indeed, such a conceptualization
may help us address recent calls for a more pluralist understanding of the scholarly impact
that broadens the theory recipients beyond the community of academics (cf. Aguinis et al.,
2014; Ozanne et al., 2017). Even though the process appears to be finished for the source in
purely epistemic terms, there is room for creativity in the social or academic dimensions of

theory integration. Authors can find ways to influence how their message is received,
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incorporated into future scientific messages, and disseminated, which is strategically
important in the “big picture” of knowledge transfer.

In this phase, the authors’ likelihood of controlling short-term theory integration is
entangled in complex social and institutional processes, which are no less important than those
concerning long-term theory integration and epistemic growth (cf. Davis, 2015). Authors may
engage in several activities that potentially increase the chances of integration and its tempo.
Publishers’ actions—driven by performance management—currently facilitate this process by
encouraging authors to disseminate their work (through social media and direct sharing of
their work with other theorists). Post-publication expert panels and workshops also open
spaces for authors’ creativity. The social laws of academic networks are fully available to
theorists even at this phase of the process. Although a creative use of those networks may be
perceived as a kind of impression management of questionable value (Casciaro et al., 2014),
it may still serve as an impactful dissemination strategy (Elsbach and Sutton, 1992;
Schniederjans et al., 2013). This shows that theory integration may partially depend on the
creativity of the source, at least in the short run (MaclIntosh et al., 2017).

In sum, stickiness and creativity are iterative and involve theory integration. Stickiness
in this phase refers to the resistance encountered when a message is incorporated or
disseminated in the scientific discipline or community to which it is addressed. Authors can
be creative in their attempts to lower such resistance, facilitating the acceptance of their
message. An important consideration emerges at the end of this discussion. The overall
dialectics between creativity and stickiness exhibit notable parallels with the process of
organizational learning previously mentioned (Schilling & Kluge, 2009). As highlighted in

the literature, organizational learning is shaped by psychological, social, and political
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processes (Crossan et al., 1999; Lawrence et al., 2005). In this perspective, the social
dimensions of theory building reveal affinities with organizational learning, further
highlighting the value of adopting a more integrated and managerially oriented perspective on
the stickiness of concepts.

CONCLUSION: AMBIGUITY OF STICKINESS IN THEORY BUILDING-MANAGERIAL
IMPLICATIONS

Our model of theory building involves knowledge transfer, primarily based on the
framework proposed by Szulanski (1996, 2000, 2008), that helps generate an integrated image
showing why theory construction is difficult and in what sense it needs creativity. The
difficulty of the process is not just methodological or inquiry-related, as we are taught in
schools. It is hard as a social or academic process. To an extent, this difficulty comes as a
truism known to all theorists who try to “sell” their contributions to the highly competitive
market of ideas. Still, an integrated approach to barriers to theory building, which tracks
virtually any possible combination of social and typical academic factors affecting theory
building, reveals its deep strategic potential that could lead to significant changes in academia.
Such an approach allows us to recognize better what types of stickiness are particularly
harmful, what phases of the process are sensitive to it, and where creativity has its balancing
and improving effect. All this could prove highly important for the academic organization of
the theory-building process and for restoring a taste for science (Bresser and Balkin, 2022;
Merton, 1973).

Thus, the first consequence of our proposal is similar to that of the know-how within
organizations: obtaining a strategic ground for better organizational flexibility that helps

remove the barriers to theory building and makes the process socially fluent and more rational.
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Initially, we pointed to the analogy between the strategic knowledge tradeoff of exploitation
and exploration (Boumgarden et al., 2012) and the dynamics between barriers and creativity.
Our model indicates that stickiness is, to some degree, manageable, and authors (as well as
strategists and entrepreneurs) should embrace stickiness (Miron-Spektor et al., 2022),
reinforcing this analogy. Although this analogy does not invite using identical strategic
approaches to those commonly used in organizational knowledge, typically oriented around
ambidexterity and vacillation (Boumgarden et al., 2012; Luger et al., 2018)—the dialectics of
stickiness and creativity imply that ambidexterity is needed to address and mitigate stickiness.
Domestication of new ideas needs to make room in the existing knowledge (Boxenbaum &
Rouleau, 2011; Oswick et al., 2011). This process requires not only the identification of and
investment in removing stickiness from available theorizing (exploitation), but also creative
exploration. Both dimensions are intertwined and essential for the effective embedding of new
theoretical knowledge.

On the one hand, removing barriers may unlock strategic actions to improve theory
construction, which we understand here as involving knowledge transfer. These actions
include deepened cooperation between management/organizational scholarship and other
disciplines of knowledge, both academic (e.g., social sciences) and non-academic (e.g., think
tanks); cooperative production of interdisciplinary knowledge; and improved standards for
peer review, postgraduate education, and other institutional measures. Such actions raise

responsiveness and, ultimately, the standards of the entire knowledge transfer process. Our

34



model may appeal to the scholarship focused on more efficiently organizing knowledge and
theory building (Ketokivi and Mahoney, 2023)’.

On the other hand, viewing this process through the lens of creativity enhances our
understanding of the dual nature of stickiness. Efforts to eliminate knowledge transfer
impediments from theorizing are inherently limited, as these efforts inevitably face pressures
from the logic of inquiry. Purely methodological forms of stickiness are essential not only as
a guarantee of rigor (Leone et al., 2021) but also as a driver of the creative processes required
to develop and refine contributions beyond mere digestibility for recipients. Like exploratory
views on organizational knowledge, managing barriers for theory building must account for
the creative aspects of knowledge transfer. Acknowledging this requirement, however, does
not mean we automatically advocate for the idea that all forms of stickiness are desirable or
beneficial. Biases against novelty and a tendency toward conservatism are common in
academic publishing and in attempts to develop and implement new theories of value in
organizations (Felin and Zenger, 2017), which can be frustrating. Nevertheless, recognizing
these biases and their existence is a significant step toward effectively addressing them.

To sum up, the ambiguity of stickiness in theory building has practical consequences.
The knowledge transfer framework not only enables tracing virtually all forms of stickiness
and their relation to creativity, but also implies the need for an ambidextrous balance:

removing harmful forms of stickiness while making room for creativity.

7 Except for a few illustrations, we limited our considerations to organizational and management
research, but we submit that our model is largely valid for all types of theory building in the social,
behavioral, and natural sciences. The phases we described are currently common in institutionalized
research fields. Thus, the remedies to remove stickiness from the process of building theoretical
contributions in all those fields appear to be similar to those in the field of organizational research.
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Figure 1. Iterative relation between stickiness and creativity in theory-building
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Table 1. Stickiness in the phases of the theory-building process

Theory- Stickiness
building Definition
phase Notable harmful forms Notable beneficial forms
Theory Theory formation: a well- Related mostly to scientific precision and the logic of inquiry:
generation | substantiated explanation and/or methodological, conceptual.
prediction of a given phenomenon.
During this phase, theoretical ideas | Cognitive fixation on a concept may Rigor-driven abstraction (e.g., facing
are conceived (4 ‘conceptualized’ ’) hide contradictions and the a logical inconsistency early may
d initially structured i entifi exploration of alternative options push further abstraction and
and mttially structured in scientiic (e.g., flawed metaphors) alternative thinking)
terms.
Theory An elaboration of a scientifically Mostly related to institutionalized research: socially accepted,
articulation | framed theoretical contributionin | but not always explicit standards for a message to be
the form of a scholarly submittable, comprehensive, and comprehensible for social
standardized theoretical evaluation. Barriers depend on the submission target, but are
contribution (it should not be subjective, as authors infer them based on their readings,
confused with theory applications | experience, and intuition. Also, they depend on the form of
to specific empirical domains). the theoretical contribution (differentiated standards).
Hostile communication between the Standards of academic writing (e.g.,
source and the recipient; unclear language, style, and academic form);
status of certain forms of the journal submission guidelines for the
message (e.g., grey literature). message.
Theory Peer legitimation and publication | To varying degrees, related to socially accepted publication
ramp-up of the contribution; it comprises all | norms, the violation of which is related to various forms of
social/organizational actions and critique or rejection of the message. Barriers are multifold, can be
events during which theory inconsistent with one another, and are often emotionally vexing
builders have a chance to defend, | to address. They may depend on the subjective responses of
strengthen, and promote their recipients and their understanding of the scientific norms and
e . . .
message. It embraces the peer- criteria for relevance. They also hide power games.
review process and responses to ] - ] -
e : - Paradigm-policing or biased peer Institutionalized preferences for
critical papers, reactions in journals ; ; .
. reviews (e.g., reviewers certain forms of message (e.g.,
or book eYleWS (and responses to fundamentally opposed to an inclusivity in editorials); demands for
those reactions and so OII). alternative theorizing). clarity (e.g., reviewers pushing
sources to show the ‘black box”).
Theory Post-publication activities and Refers to the cognitive and social recognition of a
integration | events incorporating the message scientifically vetted theory. It may share the specificity of

into the accepted body of
knowledge. Temporarily very
extended phase, the result of
which is largely independent from
the intentional endeavors of the
source.

barriers during theory ramp-up, but it also is peculiar due to
the complexity of knowledge integration: it may vary from
the lack of broader awareness of the message, its partial

understanding, through its misunderstanding, to intentional

omissions (negligence).

‘Not Invented Here’ syndrome (e.g.,
dismissing outside theories); cultural
and political barriers blocking wider
reception (e.g., for politically
meaningful topics).

Misinterpretations (e.g., developing
theories in unforeseen ways);
provoking synthesis (e.g., initial
strong resistance leads to a
community-wide grappling with the
ideas of the message)
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